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METHOD FOR ANNOUNCING E-MAIL 
AND CONVERTING E-MAIL TEXT TO VOICE 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Electronic mail, or e-mail, and instant messages (collectively e-mail) have become 
prevalent in today's society. Their popularity derives mostly from the fact that the days of delay 
of the typical post office have been replaced with the minimal delay of the electronic post office. 
Furthermore, e-mail knows no geographical boundaries. People can communicate in writing 
across the globe almost instantaneously. 

However, e-mail has drawbacks. For example, although some e-mail programs alert 
recipients that new e-mail messages have been downloaded from the e-mail server through the 
use of sounds, such as a chime, these programs do not inform the recipient of the e-mail's sender 
or subject, thereby forcing the recipient to look at the computer screen to find such information. 
This could be time consuming and bothersome if the recipient is involved in some other task. 
Further, if not logged onto the e-mail server, a recipient of an e-mail message may not know that 
a certain message is waiting to be download from the e-mail server. As such, hours and perhaps 
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days may pass while the message is left sitting in the mail server queue unread. In business 
transactions, such a delay could be extremely detrimental. Also, a user may receive information 
via e-mail but may not have the appropriate equipment to access it immediately. Therefore, he is 
left with the option of eschewing the e-mail entirely or trying to find a computer or other similar 
device which will allow him to read the e-mail. As such, it would be advantageous to be able to 
announce the receipt of e-mails. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is a selective announce system for announcing the receipt of 
electronic mail and instant messages (interchangeably referred to herein as e-mail). The e-mail 
has an attached sound file and a predetermined identifier regarding the nature of the sound file. 
This sound file may be in the sender's voice, a third party's voice, a computer-simulated voice, 
or some combination. 

Upon receipt of the e-mail, the sound file is played or used to convert some portion of the 
e-mail text to voice. The sound file may be played at a recipient computer or it may be played at 
a recipient's voice mail or it may be played at some other terminal. 

The present invention also allows the context of the e-mail to be translated to a voice 
message by using a voice sample. This voice message may be heard at the recipient's computer 
or it may be transferred to a recipient's voice mail. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a networked computer system consisting of two mail servers. 
Figure 2 is a networked computer system consisting of a single mail server. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides an improved electronic mail or instant message 
(interchangeably referred to herein as e-mail) announce system. The system announces the 
sender of an e-mail using a sound file. The sound file may be in the sender's voice, a third 
5 party's voice, a computer simulated voice, or it may be a combination. The system may also be 
configured to announce that an e-mail has been received by the e-mail server through the use of 
Call Screening Messaging and Intercept (CMSI) capable terminals. This option places the 
recipient on notice that an e-mail message is waiting to be downloaded from the server queue. 
The system may also have the capability of converting the content of the e-mail to voice using 

W conventional software so that an e-mail can be played as a sound file at the recipient computer or 
the sound file can be transferred to a voice mail queue. Therefore, recipients of e-mails need not 
have direct access to a computer terminal to access the e-mail. 

Z In an attempt to communicate via e-mail, a first party (sender) sends an e-mail message to 

a second party (recipient). At some point, a sound file is attached to the e-mail. The sound file 

T5 may be attached by the sender's computer or at an adjunct to the sender's computer. It may also 
be attached by an e-mail server or the recipient computer. The sound file may be a default 
announcement in a computer simulated voice. The sound file may also be the name of the 
sender, an announcement in the sender's voice, or some other voice print in the sender's voice. 
The sound file may also be a combination of a computer simulated voice, or a 3 rd party voice, and 

20 the sender's voice. The sound file can be a .wav file, or it can be any other type of appropriate 
sound file. 
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The e-mail may also contain a predetermined identifier detailing the nature of the 
attached sound file so as to distinguish the sound file from other sound files that may be attached 
to the e-mail. This predetermined identifier may be a specific file name such as "vsample.wav". 
It may also be an information tag embedded in the e-mail. The information tag may appear in 
the e-mail header, or it can appear elsewhere. The information tag may be appended to the e- 
mail by the sender's computer or by an adjunct to the sender's computer. It may also be 
appended to the e-mail by an e-mail server or by the recipient computer. The sender may be 
provided the option to forego the attachment of the sound file. The option may be turned off for 
all e-mails or turned off for selected recipients, or only turned on for selected recipients. 

Regarding Figure 1, the e-mail message is transmitted from the sender 10 to the sender's 
mail server 20. The sender's mail server 20 transmits the e-mail to the recipient's mail server 30, 
or if the sender and recipient have the same mail server (Figure 2), the e-mail will be transferred 
to the appropriate queue within the same server. At this point, the recipient's mail server 30 may 
perform various acts. 

The mail server may allow the e-mail to wait in the server queue until the message is 
downloaded by the recipient 40. Once the message is downloaded, the recipient's computer may 
note the existence of the e-mail's predetermined identifier, and if the correct feature is present 
and enabled, the computer automatically opens and plays the sound file. The sound file may be 
played as a free-standing sound file, or it may be appended to a locally stored sound file. 
Therefore, the receipt of the e-mail is announced by playing the attached sound file. If the sound 
file contains the sender's name, it eliminates the need for the recipient to examine the screen to 
see who sent the new e-mail. If multiple e-mails are received, the computer may play each sound 



file in order of receipt or in some other appropriate order. The recipient may be provided with 
the option to forego the automatic execution of the sound file. The option may be turned off for 
all e-mails, or turned off for certain e-mails, or only turned on for selected e-mails. 

The mail server may also forward the sound file by itself without the accompanying e- 
mail to the recipient computer. If the recipient's computer has the correct feature present and 
enabled, the sound file would be played by the recipient computer, either by itself or in 
conjunction with some other sound file. The recipient would then realize that an e-mail message 
from a certain sender was sitting in the mail server queue. The recipient may then download the 
e-mail message in its entirety from the mail server using their computer terminal or some other 
appropriate terminal. 

The e-mail sound file could also be used in conjunction with a Call Screening Messaging 
and Intercept (CMSI) feature on a Customer Premise Equipment (CPE). The mail server could 
contact the recipient by ringing the recipient's CPE 50. If the CPE 50 is CMSI compatible, the 
mail server could use the CMSI feature to play the sound file for the intended recipient via their 
CPE. As such, the recipient would be informed that there is an e-mail waiting in the server 
queue to be downloaded. The recipient could then use a computer terminal, or some other 
appropriate terminal, to log into their e-mail server and download the e-mail. 

The mail server could also be configured to interact with the recipient's voice mail 
system. Upon receiving an e-mail message, the mail server could contact the recipient's voice 
mail system 60 and leave the attached sound file as a message in the voice-mail. The next time 
the recipient checked his voice-mail 60, he would be informed that there is an e-mail waiting in 
the e-mail server queue to be downloaded. The recipient could then use their computer terminal, 



or some other appropriate terminal, to log into their e-mail server and download the e-mail. 

The mail server could be programmed so that it contacts the recipient's CPE 50 or the 
recipient's voice mail 60 each time a new e-mail is queued or each time a group of new e-mail is 
queued by the mail server. The mail server may also be programed to contact the recipient's 
5 CPE 50 or the recipient's voice mail 60 based on whether or not the e-mail received at the server 
matches a criteria on a preference list. Such criteria may include the names of specific senders, 
specific subjects, specific dates, etc. The recipient can transmit such a preference list to the mail 
server in several ways, including but not limited to letter, e-mail, a Web Page, or telephone. 

= In addition to the above, the content of the e-mail may be converted from text to voice. 

tp Upon receipt of the sender's e-mail, the attached sound file could be used as a voice sample to 
convert the e-mail text to voice. For better accuracy, a locally stored voice sample of greater 
length could be used to convert the content of the e-mail to voice. This conversion may be 
performed by the mail server or by the recipient's computer using conventional software. It may 
also be performed by an adjunct to the recipient's computer. The new voice message could then 

F5 be played at the recipient's computer or it could be transferred to the recipient's voice mail. The 
e-mail message itself could be deleted from the server queue once it has been converted, or it can 
be left in the queue for later download. 

The mail server could be programmed so that it converts all e-mail messages to voice 
messages and subsequently transfers them to the recipient's voice mail. The mail server can also 

20 be programmed so that the conversion from e-mail to voice mail only occurs when an e-mail 
matches a preference list. Such preferences may include a specific sender, specific subject or 
specific date. This preference list could be the same preference list as the one for e-mail 



announcements or it can be a different one. The recipient can transmit such a preference list to 
the mail server in several ways including but not limited to letter, Web Page, or telephone. 

Using the above technology, it may be possible for the recipient to access his e-mail 
through a voice mail system. While accessing his voice mail system, a recipient may select a 
feature in which the voice mail system interacts with the e-mail server. The attached sound files 
of each e-mail or each e-mail matching certain preferences in the mail server queue would be 
played for the recipient. After hearing the sound file for an e-mail, the recipient could be given 
the option of having the content of that e-mail converted to a voice message. If the recipient 
selects this option, the mail server could utilize conventional software and the sender's voice 
sample to convert the content of the e-mail from text to speech. Once translated, it would be 
played for the recipient. 

It is to be understood that the following claims are intended to cover all of the generic and 
specific features of the invention as described herein, and all statements of the scope of the 
invention which, as a matter of language, might be said to fall there between. 



Having described the invention, what is claimed is: 

1 . An electronic message comprising: 
a sound file; and, 

a predetermined identifier indicating an aspect of said sound file. 

2. The method of Claim 1 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a sender's 
voice. 

3. The method of Claim 1 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a computer 
simulated voice. 

4. The method of Claim 1 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a computer 
simulated voice and at least one word in a sender's voice. 

5. The method of Claim 1 wherein the predetermined identifier is a specific file name 
associated with said sound file. 

6. The method of Claim 1 wherein the predetermined identifier is an information tag. 

7. The method of Claim 6 wherein the information tag is embedded in the e-mail header. 

8. A method for sending an e-mail comprising: 
attaching a sound file to an e-mail; and, 

utilizing a predetermined identifier indicating an aspect of said sound file into said e- 
mail. 

9. The method of Claim 8 wherein said attaching is performed by a computer at a sending 
party's end. 

1 0. The method of Claim 8 wherein said attaching is automatic. 

1 1 . The method of Claim 8 wherein said attaching is performed by an adjunct to a computer 
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at a sending party's end. 

12. The method of Claim 8 wherein said attaching is performed by an e-mail server. 

13. The method of Claim 8 wherein said attaching is performed by a recipient computer. 

14. The method of Claim 8 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a sender's 
voice. 

15. The method of Claim 14 wherein said sound file further contains at least one word in a 
computer simulated voice. 

16. The method of Claim 8 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a computer 
simulated voice. 

17. The method of Claim 8 wherein the predetermined identifier is an information tag. 

18. The method of Claim 1 7 wherein the information tag is embedded in the e-mail header. 

19. The method of Claim 1 8 wherein the information tag is embedded by a sender computer. 

20. The method of Claim 1 8 wherein the information tag is embedded by an adjunct to a 
computer at a sending party's end. 

2 1 . The method of Claim 1 8 wherein the information tag is embedded by an e-mail server. 

22. The method of Claim 1 8 wherein the information tag is embedded by a recipient 
computer. 

23. The method of Claim 18 where said attaching is selectively performed by a sending party. 

24. A method for announcing electronic messages comprising: 
receiving an electronic message with an attached sound file; 

noting the presence of a predetermined identifier indicating an aspect of said sound file; 
and, 
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playing the attached sound file. 

25. The method of Claim 24 further comprising receiving at least one more electronic 
message with an attached sound file and playing said at least one more sound file. 

26. The method of Claim 24 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a sender's 
voice. 

27. The method of Claim 24 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a computer 
simulated voice. 

28. The method of Claim 24 wherein said sound file contains at least one word in a computer 
simulated voice and at least one word in a sender's voice. 

29. The method of Claim 24 wherein noting the presence of a predetermined identifier 
includes noting the presence of an information tag. 

30. The method of Claim 29 wherein the information tag regarding the sound file is 
embedded in the e-mail header. 

3 1 . The method of Claim 30 wherein the information tag is embedded by a sender computer. 

32. The method of Claim 30 wherein the information tag is embedded by an adjunct to a 
computer at a sending party's end. 

33. The method of Claim 30 wherein the information tag is embedded by an e-mail server. 

34. The method of Claim 30 wherein the information tag is embedded by a recipient 
computer. 

35. The method of Claim 24 where said playing is selective. 

36. The method of Claim 24 where said playing is performed at a recipient computer. 

37. The method of Claim 24 where said playing is performed at a recipient customer premise 
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equipment. 

38. The method of Claim 24 where said playing is performed at a recipient voice mail. 

39. The method of Claim 24 further comprising converting the content of the electronic 
message to a voice message. 

40. The method of Claim 39 where said converting is performed at an e-mail server. 

41 . The method of Claim 39 where said converting is performed at a recipient computer. 

42. The method of Claim 39 where said converting is performed at an adjunct to a computer 
at the receiving party's end. 

43. The method of Claim 39 where said converting is performed at a voice messaging 
system. 

44. The method of Claim 39 wherein said converting is performed using a sound file as a 
voice sample. 

45. The method of Claim 39 further comprising transferring said voice message to a voice- 
mail box. 
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